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THE ROLE OF TEACHING ASSISTANTS




Abstract. Legislative developments endorsing inclusive education have led to an in-
creased role of school support staff. The paper explores the policies and practices related 
to the deployment of teaching assistants as a means of facilitating the inclusion of pu-
pils with special educational needs in England. A special attention is paid to the debate 
about the role of teaching assistants and their reportedly adverse effect on pupils’ academic 
achievements, as well as to some possible pathways to improvement. The analysis fi nds 
fl aws in the deployment of teaching assistants, the training of school staff, the organiza-
tion of classroom practice, and in the defi ning of roles within the teaching body. These 
controversial fi ndings, however, do not come to mean that the increasingly inclusive 
system of education can function properly without teaching assistants, but that important 
decisions have to be made concerning the way the system utilizes this resource.
Keywords: teaching assistants, England, academic achievements, inclusion
Introduction
The ideology of inclusion has become an extensive part of the educational policy 
and theory in England since the progressive break-away from the psycho-medical mod-
el in 1950 – 60s. Among the vast spectrum of defi nitions of inclusive education, Booth 
(2006: 8) interprets it as, ‘the process of increasing the participation of learners within 
and reducing the exclusion from, the cultures, curricula and communities of neighbour-
hood centres of learning’. The securing of this academic and social participation of 
pupils with SEN in mainstream settings is linked to the provision of additional support. 
This presents the so-called ‘dilemma of difference’ (Norwich, 2010), as the recognition 
of needs may lead to labelling, but without it, provision can hardly be granted. Provision 
in England assumes various forms, but deployment of teaching assistants is ‘the pre-
ferred means for facilitating the inclusion of pupils with SEN’ (Blatchford et al, 2012a: 
15). Given the importance of this resource and the readiness of some other countries to 
adopt the same model, the paper sets out to explore the policies related to it, and their 
impact on practice, focusing mainly on school settings in England, but also drawing on 
examples from other countries. A special attention will be given to the debate about the 
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role of teaching assistants and their reportedly adverse effect on pupils’ attainment, as 
well as to possible pathways to improvement.
Legislative Developments in England Leading to Increased Numbers of 
Teaching Assistants
In England, legislative developments endorsing more inclusive education have led 
to an increased role of school support staff. Indisputably, a cornerstone for the introduc-
tion of the inclusive agenda in the country was the Warnock Report, which advised that 
students with special educational needs should be educated in mainstream settings ‘so 
far as possible’ (The Warnock Report, 1978: 100). Prior to it, special educational needs 
were met in special schools, where children were educated with the help of teachers and 
the so-called Welfare Assistants, while mainstream pupils were rarely assisted by extra 
adults in the classroom (Hryniewicz, 2007: 11). The Education Act of 1981 legally de-
fi ned the term ‘special educational needs’ (Frederickson et al., 2002: 34) and introduced 
statementing (Armstrong, 2007: 6). The Statement of SEN entitled pupils to provision 
that is different from or additional to the one normally available in mainstream schools 
(Frederickson et al., 2002: 35). A specifi c number of hours of support from a teaching 
assistant became ‘a key feature’ of the statement (Webster et al., 2013). Therefore, local 
educational authorities (LEA) and schools, ‘using the model of non-teaching assistants 
like the Welfare Assistants’, started employing support staff, whose contracts were of-
ten short-term and linked to particular pupils, and as pupils’ needs were becoming more 
and more diverse, so did the role of their teachers and assistants (Lee, 2002: 2).
The effective instruction of pupils with SEN in mainstream settings became even 
more challenging with the increasing focus on attainment and accountability. The Edu-
cation Reform Act of 1988 introduced the National Curriculum, and launched the league 
tables. That brought an additional emphasis on academic achievement: ‘If schools al-
located resources to pupils with SEN whose performance might not raise the aggregate 
achievement level, they were making what would appear in an open fi nancial market 
a risky investment’ (Frederickson et al., 2002). Indeed, a head teacher of an English 
mainstream school, which the author visited, openly expressed his reluctance to accept 
pupils with SEN for that reason. Schools felt increased pressure to raise the attainment 
of children with SEN and other low achievers. Therefore ‘assistants were employed 
increasingly to work with groups of children who did not have formal statements, but 
who still needed extra support and help in the classroom’ (Hryniewicz, 2007: 12). The 
challenge was heightened with the introduction of the National Literacy Strategy, the 
National Numeracy Strategy, Early Learning Support (Hryniewicz, 2007: 14). The Na-
tional Curriculum was revised in 1999, to foster the meeting of the inclusive principles 
of ‘setting suitable learning challenges, responding to pupils’ diverse learning needs and 
overcoming potential barriers to learning and assessment for individuals and groups of 
pupils’ (DfEE, 1999, cited in Hodkinson, 2010: 62). The need for differentiation was 
yet another boost for the increased recruitment of teaching assistants. 
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The enrollment of pupils with SEN in mainstream settings was further enhanced 
by The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (SENDA, 2001: 316) and the 
revised Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (DfES, 2001). In 2002, Estelle 
Morris, the Secretary of State for Education declared: ‘I want to create an environment 
where greater use is made of all resources and pupils are given the chance to learn at 
their own speed. Teaching assistants will be crucial in meeting this challenge and I call 
on all schools and local authorities to recognize this’ (DfES, 2002, cited in Hryniewicz, 
2007: 14). Clearly, in the use of ‘all resources’, teaching assistants were viewed as hav-
ing a ‘crucial’, or main role in providing the individualized SEN support. The latter was 
required not only by the UK legislation but also by international documents such as the 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006: 24e).
Scholars concerned with research on teaching assistants and their deployment at-
tribute their increased numbers in the UK mainly to the enrollment of children with 
SEN in mainstream settings (e.g. Lee, 2002, Blatchford et al., 2009, Blatchford et 
al., 2012). Indeed, the increase has been colossal: the data show a threefold rise from 
1997 to 2010 (Devecchi et al., 2012); a nearly 150% rise between 2000 and 2010 
(Webster et al., 2010); a 2:3 ratio of full-time teaching assistants to full-time teach-
ers in primary schools (Webster et al., 2013: 3). The same tendency is observed in 
the USA, where the assignment of one-to-one paraprofessionals (the US equivalent 
of teaching assistants) is increasing ‘as more students with greater disability-related 
support needs are placed in general education’ (Giangreco, 2010a: 1).
It has to be noted though that the inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream 
settings is the main but not the only reason for the increased number of teaching 
assistants in schools. Other factors responsible for the steady rise are: the heavy 
workload of the teachers and diffi culties in recruiting and retaining experienced 
teachers (Lee, 2002, Blatchford et al., 2012), the launch of the National Literacy 
and Numeracy Strategies, and of the National Agreement in 2003 (Blatchford et al., 
2009), the ‘availability in a [particular] local authority of funding to support the in-
clusion with SEN’ (Blatchford et al., 2012). While acknowledging these other fac-
tors, the essay’s focus is on exploring what is identifi ed as the main reason for the 
increase – the relationship between SEN and teaching assistant support in schools.
The Disputable Impact of Teaching Assistants
Whether teaching assistants really facilitate inclusion has been a matter of 
debate since the beginning of the 21st c. The ‘Good Practice Guide’ (DfEE, 2000) 
claimed that there had been ‘ample evidence from research and inspection that 
many teaching assistants are helping to raise standards in the classrooms in which 
they work’, and quoted OFSTED’s report from 1999 that ‘well-trained teaching 
assistants are a key resource and are used very effectively in many primary schools.’ 
How ‘many’ were those who were raising the standards and what was the effect of 
those who were not very ‘well-trained’ remained quite obscure. Actually, until 2009 
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there was insuffi cient research on the effi cacy of teaching assistants’ deployment 
(Blatchford et al., 2009).
At the turn of the century, a study on the impact of support staff on pupils’ perfor-
mance in the USA demonstrated that ‘teacher aides have little, if any, positive effect on 
students’ academic achievement’ (Gerber et al., 2001: 123). It was found that if they are 
assigned to a particular pupil, the teacher became less engaged with him/her (Giangreco 
et al., 2001, cited in Giangreco, 2010a). Some researchers pointed out the lack of any 
‘systematic review of international literature’ as to whether TAs were actually raising 
the educational standards (Giangreco et al., 2001, cited in Farell, 2010: 436). And in 
2007, concerns were expressed about teaching assistants’ failure to foster better learn-
ing and class participation (Giangreco and Doyle, 2007, cited in Farell, 2010). 
Urged by insuffi cient research on the value of the support staff in English schools, 
a study was conducted over 2003-2008, whose aim was to provide a rigorous descrip-
tion of ‘classroom- or pupil-based support staff’, i.e. of teaching assistants, and of their 
impact on teachers, teaching and pupils (Blatchford et al., 2012a: 1). As the fi ndings 
of the Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS) project started to emerge, it 
became clear that the meeting of SEN in mainstream schools was closely linked with 
the deployment of teaching assistants (Blatchford et al., 2012a). Published in 2009, the 
fi ndings turned out to be quite disturbing for both educators and policy-makers. As we 
have already seen, schools trying to increase their achievability in the highly competi-
tive education sector had attracted a considerable amount of supporting staff to help 
raise standards. The DISS project, however, found that, ‘The more TA support pupils 
received, the less academic progress [they] made’ (Blatchford et al., 2009: 5).
A few major causes for the ineffi cacy of the teaching assistants’ role were 
identifi ed: gaps in the ‘preparedness’ of both teachers and teaching assistants, lack 
of cooperation between teachers and teaching assistants, ineffi cient deployment of 
teaching assistants, and fl aws in the classroom practice. It was found that 75% of the 
teachers did not receive any training as to how to work together with teaching assistants, 
were not allocated time for planning or feedback with the teaching assistants, and if 
there was any communication with them, it was voluntary and unpaid on part of the 
teaching assistants. Many teaching assistants felt unprepared for the class and had to 
tune in to the teacher’s instruction during the lesson. In the lesson themselves, while 
teachers tried to foster understanding and independent thinking, teaching assistants 
were more focused on performing the task, and often provided ready answers for the 
students (Blatchford et al., 2009). 
Most importantly, the primary reason for the TAs’ unsatisfactory impact on pupils’ 
academic results was that in the presence of teaching assistants, teachers tend to 
interact less with pupils who need the most qualifi ed help – those with SEN: ‘TA 
interaction with pupils increased, and teacher interaction decreased, as pupil level 
of SEN increased’ (Blatchford et al., 2009:3). Thus, though being well-meant, the 
overreliance on teaching assistants has led to the paradox that, ‘some students in the 
516
Blagovesta Troeva
classroom are taught by less qualifi ed people while the teacher deals with the legitimate 
inhabitants of the classroom’ (Lee, 2007: 181). This fi nding was conforming to the 
fi ndings from the USA a few years earlier (see above). It seriously contradicts the 
inclusion ideal of providing equal opportunities for quality education to all pupils. 
One of the many questions this situation raises is about discrimination in education, 
and it has been suggested that such a regime of teaching would not be allowed if it 
concerned pupils without SEN (e.g. Giangreco et al. 2005, cited in Webster, 2013). 
Possible Pathways to Improvement
Training
Interestingly, the DISS report did not point out TAs’ lack of qualifi cation as a 
major cause for the worrying outcome. Would the situation not change if teaching 
assistants’ qualifi cations and the requirements for TA employment were raised? Gi-
angreco interprets the urge to consider the training of teaching assistants as a solution 
to the problem as an “overly simplistic, and ultimately insuffi cient response” (2010b: 
344). The qualifi cations of teaching assistants can hardly approach those of teach-
ers, and even if they do, how many educational institutions will be able to provide a 
reasonable payment? Even with their present duties on hand, teaching assistants are 
underpaid (Blatchford et al., 2009). Totseva (2008) befi ttingly asks, ‘if we go in the 
direction of teaching assistants acquiring pedagogical qualifi cations… why would 
they be assisting teachers and not acting as teachers on their own right?’.
That does not mean that proper training of teaching assistants should not be aimed 
for. In fact, the Green Paper Excellence for All Children acknowledged the need of 
teachers and teaching assistants’ training in the fi eld of SEN and set a goal of creating 
‘a national framework for training of learning support assistants’ (DfEE, 1997). The 
Ministry for Education and Skills issued a number of documents such as the Good 
Practice Guide (2000), as well as consultation (2002) and training materials (2000, 
2001) for teaching assistants (Farell, 2010: 3). Devecchi et al. admit that training op-
portunities have improved after the signing of the National Agreement in 2003, but 
argue that there is still ‘lack of a nationally recognized professional qualifi cation’ 
(2012: 174)
Undoubtedly, when teaching assistants have received quality training, their work 
yields better results. This was acknowledged by OFSTED (2006: 11). Also, in Farell 
et al.’s review of the literature concerned with the effi cacy of teaching assistants, it 
was found that TAs could raise the achievement of children with learning diffi culties 
‘provided they are trained and supported in this process’ (2010: 447). Support requires 
good collaboration between all members of the school staff and clear designation 
of roles is extremely important when working with pupils with SEN: ‘effectiveness 
tended to depend on the extent to which individuals worked as a team, which in turn 
depended – amongst other things – on the clarity with which roles and expectations of 
all involved were discussed and defi ned’ (Thomas, 1992 cited in Cremin 2005).
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Defi ning Roles
The value of clearly defi ned roles is stressed upon by a number of researchers. At 
present, teaching assistants’ roles are largely dependent on the needs of the employing 
institution, are not uniform, and can be seen rather as a ‘continuum of experiences’, 
ranging from ‘ancillary-like’ to ‘teacher-like’ (Drake et al., 2006). One thing that is 
inarguable, however, is that teaching assistants often assume a pedagogical role 
(Blatchford et al., 2012a). The authors of the DISS report question the appropriateness 
of such a duty and call for its further exploration: 
The DISS project has called for schools to… ensure that they do not routinely support 
low ability/SEN pupils and risk pupils’ separation from the teacher and the curriculum. 
Plus, teachers should take responsibility for the pedagogical planning of pupils supported 
by Teaching assistants, and not hand the planning, delivery and assessment of interventions 
to under-prepared and inadequately-supported Teaching assistants.
(Blatchford et al., 2009: 6)
Similar fi ndings and concerns have been voiced in the USA. Giangreco explores 
research showing that paraprofessionals assume teaching roles for some pupils 
with disabilities and take part in curricular planning and decision making (2010a: 
3). He identifi es a number of ‘detrimental effects’ of one-to-one support, some of 
them being: physical separation from the class, dependence on paraprofessional for 
participation, barriers to interaction with peers, feelings of stigmatization, risk of 
being bullied (Giangreco, 2010a: 5).
Unfortunately, awareness of all these problems has not brought about substantial changes 
in the deployment of TAs in England. The Making a Statement (MAST) project from 2013 
found once again that the presence of teaching assistants led to statemented pupils’ separa-
tion from both teacher and peers, that TAs were responsible for the planning of lessons and 
teaching pupils with SEN more often than teachers, and that the quality of pedagogy was 
lower and insuffi cient to raise the attainment standards (Webster, 2013: 2 – 3). 
What are the grounds then for suggesting that TAs facilitate pupils’ inclusion? On the 
one hand, they often lack the expertise needed to help pupils with SEN to ‘participate 
in the common enterprise of learning’, which is Mary Warnock’s defi nition of inclusion 
(Warnock, 2010: 32). On the other hand, they might be employed with a view to facilitate 
the social inclusion of pupils with SEN and their developing of, in Norwich’s words, a 
‘sense of social belonging to ‘common schools’ (2010: 62). Thus, schools need to be clear 
about the objective they have for employing support staff (Farell et al., 2010). If it is to re-
lieve teachers from their workload and provide general support, in most cases TAs would 
be effi ciently doing that. If, however, schools aim to raise students’ academic standards, 
TAs should be well-trained, supported, and their work should be monitored. This was also 
one of the main recommendations of the MAST report (Webster, 2013: 72).
Blatchford et al. seem to be doubtful about the potential of teaching assistants’ peda-
gogical role: ‘it is unreasonable to expect teaching assistants to produce similar learning 
outcomes as teachers’ (2012b: 50). But there are evidences in the international practice 
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where SEN support staff has a strong pedagogical training. Such is the case in Italy 
where ‘support teachers are qualifi ed teachers who undergo further post-graduate train-
ing in pedagogy, didactic psychology, and child neuropsychiatry beyond their initial 
teacher training’. (Devecchi et al., 2012: 174). Even though the roles of Italian support 
teachers and English teaching assistants do not overlap completely, we still observe the 
same negative effect of pupils with SEN being separated from the teacher as the latter 
leaves the responsibility for them to the support teacher (Devecchi et al., 2012). That 
means that internationally not only the position of teaching assistants but also that of 
teachers in the inclusive classroom needs to be re-considered.
The Fault Is in the System
The solution to the dilemma of teaching assistants has to be sought within the system. 
Webster et al. claimed, ‘We should make it plain that we do not see TAs themselves as the 
problem, but the way in which schools misuse this valuable source’ (2013: 77). Blatchford 
et al. (2009) also recognized that the decisions that have to be made about TAs’ role are 
not within their control. In the USA, Giangreco as well suggests that ‘systematic changes 
[are] needed to rectify the inherent inequalities present in schools where the more chal-
lenging the learning characteristics of the student, the more likely he or she is to receive 
instruction from teaching assistants rather than teachers’ (2010b: 344). 
Pathways for improvement were tested by the EDTA project of 2010 – 2011, 
which addressed the problematic areas identifi ed by the DISS project through an 
implementation of certain strategies. Teachers and teaching assistants received extra 
time for planning and feedback, teachers worked more often with SEN pupils while 
teaching assistants helped the rest of the class, teaching assistants’ instruction to pu-
pils was more focused on understanding and not on task completion (Blatchford, et 
al., 2012b). The project proved that changes to the position of teaching assistants in 
the system were capable of increasing the quality of their support.
As a matter of fact, the DISS project itself recognized a number of benefi ts of teaching 
assistants’ work at schools, such as: providing specialist help (e.g. ICT skills), allowing 
more teaching time, relieving the teacher of stress and workload and consequently in-
creasing teachers’ job satisfaction, allowing more individualized attention for some pupils 
and differentiation of tasks, improved pupils’ discipline and motivation, more active pupil 
interaction with adults, more classroom engagement for pupils with SEN in secondary 
school (Blatchford et al., 2009). All these benefi ts are not to be underestimated.
Conclusion 
We have seen that driven by the inclusionary rhetoric of meeting pupils’ special educa-
tion needs and supported by legislative changes, educators in England have started mas-
sive utilization of teaching assistants in mainstream schools. We looked in detail at the 
main issues arising from recent research on the impact of teaching assistants on the educa-
tion of pupils with SEN. The analysis demonstrated that there are fl aws in the way teach-
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ing assistants are deployed, school staff trained, classroom practice organized and roles 
defi ned. However, benefi ts of teaching assistants’ support are also noticeable. The contro-
versial fi ndings do not come to mean that the increasingly inclusive system of education 
can function properly without teaching assistants, but that important decisions have to be 
made concerning the way the system utilizes this resource. None of the research papers 
and documents explored suggests termination of teaching assistants’ deployment: ‘Data 
calling into question the wisdom of current teacher assistant utilization … should not be 
misconstrued as blaming teacher assistants for this predicament or as a call to eliminate 
their involvement in public education’ (Giangreco, 2010b: 343). If there are faults in the 
system of deployment of teaching assistants, these can be rectifi ed through proper policies 
and interventions. Different countries which are considering the possibility of attracting 
additional classroom staff to support inclusion in mainstream settings need to consider 
carefully both the positive and negative experiences of a country like England. Also, dif-
ferences in the political, economic, social and educational climate of the particular country 
can yield different results so policy-makers should beware of any ‘simplistic transfer of 
educational policy and practice from one context to another (Crossley et al., 2003: 6). 
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